224        THE THINGS WE ARE

It was all mysterious; he was bewildered
by it, and above all he could see no reason
why, if Felicia did ask him to marry her, he
should say " No/'

He took up Boston's letter to her; the
seeds of suspicion and pride swelled as he
looked at it. He held the secret in his hands;
he had a right to know, a desperate longing
to know. The seeds burst, and a great
creeping tree hurried its branches and its
roots into every corner of his being. He
went into the kitchen and steamed the letter
at his boiling kettle. He wanted to draw
back, but he could not. He loved Felicia;
he could not lose her. He would explain it
all to her one day, f . .

The letter seemed to be poisoning him.
An essence went swiftly and stealthily through
his blood, darkening and curdling it with
bitterness. He had been betrayed. This
was what it was to have friends ; they shut
you out and trampled on you. He hated
them. He sat in his kitchen, desolate,
embittered, abandoned. The noisy kettle
clattered its lid and spouted steaming water
on to the floor.

Why, why had he opened the cursed
letter ? Some fate compelled him to make